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        PUBLISHER’S NOTE

      


      Lee Kuan Yew played the pivotal role in Singapore’s transition from British Crown Colony to independent developing nation, and on to the economically powerful and diplomatically influential city-state it is today. Throughout this surprising and at times painful journey, he has proved a charismatic and occasionally controversial leader. Lee is a conviction politician whose speeches are unambiguous, characterful and eminently quotable; this collection of almost 600 short quotations provides a compelling summary of his views on a wide range of topics from Singapore’s past, present and future.

       Lee began his political career while Singapore, having suffered the deprivations of Japanese occupation during World War II, was extricating itself from British control before establishing itself as a separate nation from Malaysia. Racial tensions were high, communism was gaining a foothold in Southeast Asia, and the economic challenges to a small, largely undeveloped island were enormous. Lee’s views on the issues of this time still resonate today.

       Singapore’s ties to Britain continued to be strong, and Lee watched closely as many European countries developed into welfare states. He rejected this economic model out of hand, and spoke forcefully about entrepreneurship, labour relations and economic development.

       As Singapore became more developed and affluent, and mass communications connected all the world’s peoples, Lee spoke often of the Asian values which he believed gave Singapore an important advantage both socially and economically. Ever conscious of the country’s multicultural population, he also spoke from the heart on the benefits and disadvantages of bilingualism.

       Lee’s pragmatism and unwillingness to be influenced by external pressures characterized his leadership style: “I was never a prisoner of any theory. What guided me were reason and reality. The acid test I applied to every theory or scheme was, would it work?”

       Although Lee stepped down as Prime Minister in 1990, his opinions are still keenly sought out in Singapore, in ASEAN and indeed across the globe. Whether he is talking about the environment, corruption, democracy or the world’s future, his voice is one that few can ignore.

       The quotations found in this book have largely been selected from Lee’s public speeches and statements, which have been collected in Singapore’s National Archives and the Singapore Parliamentary Record.


      


      

    

  


  
    
      


      
        ON SINGAPORE

      


      
        Those of us who sometimes talk of unity and confederation do not understand that Singapore is the shop window of Malaya. This is the little place where people come and do their buying and their selling. This is also the little laboratory where the British, the nationalists and the communists first try out their tactics, because if anything goes wrong, it goes wrong on a small scale.


        1956


        
          * * *

        


        Before one has a nation, there must be two things. First, the content of a common people with a common identity of interest, a common social experience. And, secondly, complete freedom to exercise the collective will. One may precede the other.


        1960


        
          * * *

        


        I do not pretend to be able to solve the problem of agricultural land in Singapore. It is one of those problems which are basically unsolvable. If we succeed as the industrial base in Malaysia, as we may well do in the next decade, then there is no place for either grazing land or agricultural land in the popularly understood sense of that term. Singapore is an industrial city, and the price of land is being determined on the basis of a developing industrial complex.


        1964


        
          * * *

        


        To sit on a stool is more comfortable and stable than to sit on a shooting stick. Right? Now we are on a shooting stick. But I intend to sit on that shooting stick and since that is all that I have got – 214 square miles – we will jolly well make it a strong shooting stick. You have seen Singapore, the people here? It is a shooting stick made of steel.


        1965


        


        
          * * *

        


        In other parts of the world, when their pigs suffer from swine fever, they hush it up. They pretend they do not have it. Net result: all pigs get infected, the position becomes permanently chronic. We can do likewise. But we will become permanently a chronic society: sick. So when we get swine fever, we announce it, alert everyone, so that we can arrest the spread of the disease and bring back normalcy. This is what is required of this community: all the time, that push, that thrust to counter the natural sluggishness which this climate tends to build into our physical systems, and all that while, we must have an awareness of the realities of life.


        1967


        
          * * *

        


        We have created this out of nothingness, from 150 souls in a minor fishing village into the biggest metropolis 2 degrees north of the equator. There is only one other civilisation near the equator that ever produced anything worthy of its name. That was in the Yucatan Peninsula – the Mayan Civilisation. There is no other place where human beings were able to surmount the problems of a soporific equatorial climate. You can go along the equator or 2 degrees north of it, and they all sleep after half past two – if they have had a good meal. They do! Otherwise, they must die earlier. It is only in Singapore that they don’t. And there are good reason for this. First, good glands, and second, good purpose.


        1967


        
          * * *

        


        Nobody here dies of starvation. Nobody is allowed to beg in streets. When we find someone begging, we put him into a home and feed him. And, in two to three years, with all our cleansing services reorganised, we will make this one of the cleanest and most beautiful cities in Asia with trees, flowers and shrubs in all the public places.


        1967


        
          * * *

        


        Few countries in Asia or Africa have taken over from European colonial administrations, and improved on what they had. We have been able to do this because we have never been afraid to face up to our problems and to tackle them with vigour.


        1968


        
          * * *

        


        Between Japan and Europe, we must make Singapore the best place to bunker and repair ships, either in drydock or on water. Once we have established ourselves as the ship repairing and shipbuilding centre, we will remain so for a very long time. For once supremacy has been established, whether it is an airport, a harbour, or a dockyard, it is very difficult for any other place to dislodge us. For others have to compete against an established centre with superior facilities, higher skills and expertise, and long-standing established customers.


        1971


        
          * * *

        


        Hard-headed industrialists and bankers of developed countries never take unnecessary risks. They look round the world for places where there is political stability and industrial peace before they invest. In Singapore they find such a place. Hence the massive inflow of capital, machinery, technological know-how and banking expertise.


        1972


        
          * * *

        


        We do not intend to let the population drift away from the city centre because of the high price of land. It would be wasteful to have such a city. We must retain that unique feature of the Singapore that we have known for so long, a city bustling with life from the crack of dawn to past midnight, one which throbs with life and vitality.


        1976


        
          * * *

        


        We are not Britain. We cannot be Britain. Remember that.


        1976


        
          * * *

        


        Why do you think pregnant women want to come to Singapore to give birth? Because then the child can become a Singapore citizen, isn’t it? Then you are entitled to jobs, schooling, jobs, medical attention – the whole works. Surely, that is a back-handed tribute to the society that we have built up.


        1976


        
          * * *

        


        We can build up this team spirit, this esprit de corps, where every individual gives of his best for the team, for the nation, to achieve its maximum. And the team, the nation, in turn, takes care of the individual, fairly and equitably. The art of government is the art of building up team spirit.


        1980


        
          * * *

        


        ‘Excellence’ encapsulates in one word how Singapore can survive in a very competitive world.


        1987


        
          * * *

        


        A society to be successful must maintain a balance between nurturing excellence and encouraging the average to improve. There must be both cooperation and competition between people in the same society. The Singapore cooperation and competition have improved standards of life for all.


        1987


        
          * * *

        


        The past has been a series of immense challenges over survival and deprivation. We have secured our survival although we can never banish danger. We have provided for our basic needs, homes, schools, hospitals and health services, jobs, whatever. But in no case is the standard ideal. In each case the next generation has to improve on what we have done.


        1989


        
          * * *

        


        In America, New York is the hub of banking and securities activities and over-the-counter derivative products, while Chicago is the exchange-traded derivative centre. In Europe, Zurich is Europe’s premier safe haven for funds although London has the bigger financial clout. Singapore has the attributes to be the Chicago and the Zurich of East Asia. We have a record as a safe haven.


        1994


        
          * * *

        


        We had to make ourselves a small but nevertheless useful part in the international system of the exchange of goods and services, of investments, banking and finance, transportation and communications. If we were no longer relevant to the advanced countries then we would be reduced to agriculture and fishing, and our population would shrink to what it was when the East India Company first came to Singapore to establish a free port – a fishing village of 120 people, living at subsistence level on fishing, root-staples and piracy!


        1996


        
          * * *

        


        People are not aware of Singapore’s vulnerabilities. All they read and see is No. 1 or No. 2 competitive country, No. 1 seaport, No. 1 airport, No. 1 airline, and so on. Sometimes they complain that we are driving people too hard and making life too stressful, so why not settle for No. 2 or 3, or 4! But it does matter, for if we are not near the top in competitiveness, there is no reason why we should have a seaport, or an airport, or an airline – or indeed why there should be a separate independent Singapore. It is as simple as that.


        1996


        
          * * *

        


        Singapore can act as a ‘Partnership Centre’ to bring together strategic alliances for companies to invest in third countries in the East Asian region. Besides our familiarity with regional regulatory and market conditions, cultures and business practices, we have a wealth of guanxi or human connections.


        1996


        
          * * *

        


        We are the resource-poorest country in the region, and therefore we cannot afford to be other than honest, efficient and capable if we are to stay out of trouble.


        1998


        
          * * *

        


        Singapore has survived and prospered by making ourselves relevant to the world. In the last century, we traded in spices; this century, in tin and rubber. After independence in 1965, we moved into simple manufacturing. Now, we are in wafer fabs, pharmaceuticals and Asian currency units. As the world economy changed, so did we.


        1999


        
          * * *

        


        One arm of my strategy was to make Singapore into an oasis in Southeast Asia, for if we had First World standards, then businessmen and tourists would make us a base for their business and tours of the region.


        2000


        
          * * *

        


        We faced tremendous odds with an improbable chance of survival. Singapore was not a natural country but man-made, a trading post the British had developed into a nodal point in the worldwide maritime empire. We inherited the island without its hinterland, a heart without a body.


        2000


        
          * * *

        


        However spectacular the advances in technology permitting point-to-point communications through the internet between someone in Africa and someone in Mongolia, in the end transactions need to move goods and people. Here Singapore has the advantage. We are already one of the global hubs for warehousing, logistics, transportation, communications, banking and financial services. It is not only the world-class infrastructure. More important is the expertise, the software programmes, the Singapore brand name we have built for trustworthiness, efficiency, speed and reliability.


        2001


        


        
          * * *

        


        With two huge countries, like India (1 billion) and China (1.3 billion) and Central and Eastern Europe and Soviet Russia (together 0.5 billion) entering the world marketplace, our competitive position has changed. The world has millions of leaner, keener and hungrier workers to compete against us. We can only win a place in this race by being better educated, with higher skills, and by maintaining a more conducive and secure environment for investments, with a government that provides efficiency, security and industrial peace, with fair returns for capital invested. It is the bottom line that counts.


        2003


        
          * * *

        


        If I were young in my 20s, Singapore is one of the best places to be in. I can get a good education, a solid foundation for life to do best in life. Whether I am Singaporean Chinese, Malay, Indian or whatever, I can get a first-rate education, enjoy excellent health services, good and affordable housing and have a safe environment to bring up children. I can maximise my opportunities by learning English as my first language, keep as much of my Chinese as I can, and learn Malay as my third language so that I can understand what people in Indonesia and Malaysia are saying on TV and in the press. Because English is my master language, my Mandarin can never be equal to that of China’s Putonghua, nor do I want to become like one of China’s Chinese. Then my value-add to any China Chinese joint venture is zero. With 1,300 million Chinese they do not need another Chinese. It is because I am a Singaporean Chinese with worldwide connections with Americans, Europeans, Japanese, Indians, ASEAN and other peoples, who all use English as the first or second language, so I can add value in any cooperative enterprise with China Chinese. What I need is enough command of Mandarin and understanding of present-day Chinese culture to work easily and comfortably with them. And with Singapore as my home, the world is my oyster, for I can afford to travel anywhere in the world for leisure or business.


        2004


        
          * * *

        


        I believe the PM and the majority in Cabinet have made the right decision [to allow casinos in Singapore]. To say ‘no’ after worldwide publicity for a year, Singapore will be sending out the wrong signal, that we want to stay put, to remain the same old Singapore, a neat and tidy place with no chewing gum, no smoking in air-conditioned places, no this, no that – not a fun place.


        2005


        
          * * *

        


        Singapore is now a brand name. Singaporeans are sought after in the oil states of the Gulf because they are known to be capable, honest and can work out proper systems. They like the Singapore system and want to adopt parts of it.


        2006


        
          * * *

        


        We have made home ownership the cornerstone of Singapore’s public housing policy – the vast majority of the population own, not rent, their homes. Ownership is critical because we were an immigrant community with no common history. Our peoples came from many different parts of Asia. Home ownership helped to quickly forge a sense of rootedness in Singapore. It is the foundation upon which nationhood was forged. The pride people have in their homes prevents our estates from turning into slums, which is the fate for public housing in other countries.


        2009

      


      

    

  


  
    
      

      
        ON SINGAPOREANS

      


      
        Citizenship is essentially a question of loyalty. A man is a citizen of a state and has the right to determine the future of the state because he is part of an entity. It is really a subjective question: Is this my country? Do I owe it undivided loyalty? Am I prepared to fight and die for it, if necessary? But there is no known test yet that you can apply – no known lie detector or psychological machine to record the heartbeats or the brain beats of a man to test this. If there were, then we can scrap all this question of whether it is ten years’ residence, whether one speaks a certain language or whether one swears an oath of allegiance or an oath of renunciation. You can go through all these formalities and still have no loyalty to a country.


        1957


        
          * * *

        


        In the university students of today, we must find the administrative, technical and professional talent to man the institutions of state in the near future. If they share an identity of purpose and have common beliefs, then we may succeed in creating a distinct people with a common language, history and political institutions. If not, then we may be bedevilled by all the problems of a multiracial society which achieved political independence before it had acquired a common social identity.


        1960


        
          * * *

        


        If they could have just squeezed us like an orange and squeezed the juice out, I think the juice would have been squeezed out of us, and all the goodness would have been sucked away. But it was a bit harder, wasn’t it? It was more like the durian. You try and squeeze it, your hand gets hurt. And so they say, ‘Right, throw out the durian.’ But inside the durian is a very useful ingredient, high protein.


        1965


        
          * * *

        


        It is not the individual performance that counts. Of this, I’m quite certain. You can have a great leader, you know. If the herd hasn’t got it in it, you can’t make the grade. The herd must have the capacity, the stamina, sufficient social cohesiveness to survive.


        1965


        
          * * *

        


        I do not want a suppliant, an inert society where people just say, ‘yes’ to everything I say because that means it is a society with no verve, no vitality. But, at the same time, I expect you to start thinking; not just to mouth old slogans which are no longer relevant. Start thinking.


        1966


        
          * * *

        


        One of the by-products of a migrant community is that it produces a population of triers. Whatever else they may lack, the offsprings of migrants are prepared to try anything to improve themselves. Having left tradition, their history, their past behind, they have only the future to go in quest of.


        1966


        
          * * *

        


        We have what sociologists call a highly ‘achievement-oriented’ type of society. For every boy, every girl here tonight, there are fathers and mothers egging them on to perform better than the other pupils in school. Not all societies have this. In many societies, they are quite happy just to sit down under the banyan tree and contemplate their navel. So when there is famine they just die quietly. Here, they will not die quietly. If there is no food they will do something, look for somebody, break open stores, do something, plant something, and if they have to die, they die fighting for the right to live.


        1967


        
          * * *

        


        There is tranquillity, poise and confidence in Singapore. And it is a confidence born out of the knowledge that there are very few problems which we cannot overcome, given the framework of honest and effective administration.


        1967


        
          * * *

        


        I am trying for you. But please remember you must try for yourselves all the time. I can’t do the work for you. I can work for you, sometimes 15 hours a day. I ask you to work hard and well, for yourselves, only eight hours of that day.


        1967


        
          * * *

        


        This is our first problem: the will to be a people. That we must have. If you and I are so many individuals, here just because our forefathers came here to make money and we got left behind, and we continue to be just so many individuals without the will, the collective will to assert our right to be ourselves, then we must perish.


        1967


        
          * * *

        


        Imagine what would happen if we towed Singapore out and left it in the middle of the South Pacific. Instead of two million active and vigorous Singaporeans, you have South-Sea Islanders with flowers in their hair, dancing to languorous tunes. Also, instead of having the enormous sea and air traffic, and the stimulus of people bringing new ideas, we have South-Sea Islanders lounging on the beach, watching the occasional cargo ship drop anchor. Then we would never have developed what we have: three deep-sea harbours, Tanjong Pagar, with berthing alongside for 30 ships, Sembawang, servicing what was up till very recently one of the greatest navies in the world, the deepwater berth at Jurong, not to mention Telok Ayer Basin, Collyer Quay and Kallang Basin, the earliest harbours in the days of the sailing ships. We would not have four airfields, Paya Lebar, Tengah, Changi and Seletar. Nor a network of roads, probably amongst the best maintained in South Asia, telephones and telecommunications that link us up with one another and with all the major cities of the world, and soon a satellite receiving station. In short, if Singapore were in the South Pacific, populated by South-Sea Islanders and not Singaporeans, it would not be able to feed a population of even 20,000 people. But we are not in the South Pacific, nor are we South-Sea Islanders. We do not put flowers on our ears, either as decorative ornaments or as fads like the flower people in the West.


        1968


        

        
          * * *

        


        Singapore used to be a conglomeration of migrants, each man for himself. If he cared for anybody else at all, it was his own immediate family. Singaporeans now, particularly those born and educated here, are aware that personal survival is not enough. What we have can be preserved only if we together defend the integrity of our country and secure the interests of the whole community.


        1968


        
          * * *

        


        Singapore’s objective is not just industrialisation. The development of the economy is very important. But equally important is the development of the nature of our society. We do not want our workers submissive, docile, toadying up to the foreman, the foreman to the supervisor and the supervisor to the boss for increments and promotions. To survive as a separate and distinct community we have to be a proud and rugged people, or we fail. You can neither be proud nor rugged if you have not got self-respect. Self-respect is what our trade unions have and will give to our workers, that protection for a man’s right to his own dignity, his dignity as a human being, as a citizen. He may be an unskilled worker, but he is one of us. He must be prepared to fight and die for Singapore. He will neither be able nor willing to do this if he is a cringing coward.


        1969


        
          * * *

        


        We must continue to show the same cheerful courtesy and friendliness to all visitors. We were already known as a clean, green and thriving city. No amount of tourist promotion can equal the personal verdict of people who have visited us, and found us friendly and courteous, honest and efficient.


        1971


        
          * * *

        


        You know the Singaporean. He is a hard-working, industrious, rugged individual. Or we would not have made the grade. But let us also recognise that he is a champion grumbler.


        1977


        

        
          * * *

        


        I am proud of the ethos with which we have infused a younger generation of Singaporeans. We have given them the chance to stand up, be self-reliant, and be enough of a team, of a nation, so that all can perform at their best, and the whole group, including the losers, will not perish. And that is achieved by going with human instincts, going with basic culture, and making adjustments along the way for those who would otherwise lose.


        1989


        
          * * *

        


        The Singapore worker is not psychologically geared to be as independent-minded and resilient as the Hong Kong worker. The Singapore worker votes for his government and then expects his ministers to take care of his livelihood and his children’s future. On the other hand, Hong Kong people are very independent-minded. They expect little of the colonial government. This is the key to understanding Hong Kong’s dynamism.


        1992


        
          * * *

        


        Singaporeans seldom try because they fear failing. One said: ‘No risk, no failure’ is the Singapore kiasu motto. Instead Singapore’s motto should be ‘Who Dares Wins’, that of the British SAS.


        1993


        
          * * *

        


        An island city-state in Southeast Asia could not be ordinary if it was to survive. We had to make extraordinary efforts to become a tightly knit, rugged and adaptable people who could do things better and cheaper than our neighbours, because they wanted to bypass us and render obsolete our role as the entrepôt and
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